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CHAPTER :  ONE

Should I Become a Teacher?

You think you want to teach?
Terrifi c! Go for it!
I’m a passionate advocate for teachers and a fi ery partisan of good 

teaching, and so my instinct is to enthusiastically applaud your choice. 
Onward and upward! 

But let’s not get ahead of ourselves. Before we get too high on the idea 
or too caught up in wild celebration, and before we head too far down 
that particular path, let’s consider if teaching is right for you, and, on the 
other side, whether you have the dispositions of mind and the potential 
skills to become an outstanding classroom teacher—or, not to be too loft y 
about it, to become a good and successful teacher. We’ll look at some fi rst 
issues, a few of the basics, and some more fundamental matters, like, What 
is teaching anyway? What does it look 
like at its best? Who is this person we call 
“teacher”?

But let’s fi rst consider a prior ques-
tion, quick and simple: Has anyone ever 
told you NOT to teach? Your friends, 
perhaps, or your partner? Your parents, 
or your brother or sister? Maybe a favor-
ite teacher, someone who inspired you 
and then, when you expressed a desire to follow in those exciting footsteps, 
discouraged you, enumerating in detail the challenges one faces in a life of 
teaching, and urging you to fi nd another calling? “Oh, Lord, whatever you 
do, don’t become a teacher!” Th at must have been disheartening.

Th ese are all people who care about you—some of them even love 
you—so why are you ignoring their advice? It isn’t easy, I know, because for 
many years the “Don’t Teach” chorus followed me like a swarm of fl ies on a 
hot summer’s day, annoyingly buzzing in my ears from morning till night. 

What is teaching anyway? What 
does it look like at its best? Who 
is this person we call “teacher”? 
But let’s fi rst consider a prior 
question, quick and simple: Has 
anyone ever told you NOT to 
teach? Your friends, perhaps, or 
your partner?
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2 about BECOMING A TEACHER

Ignoring them was impossible, and swatting them away was never entirely 
successful.

Being married to a lawyer for many years, I oft en fi nd myself at lawyer 
parties. In all the years I taught elementary, middle school, and early child-
hood education, my interactions over wine and cheese became completely 
predictable: Lawyer: What do you do? Me: I teach kindergarten (or in other 
years, I teach in the Juvenile Detention Center, or, I teach middle school). 
Lawyer (a pitying, patronizing look crossing his face): Th at must be inter-
esting. At which point he rushes off  to talk with someone he fi nds really 
interesting.

Of course, many of us who teach or who are headed toward teach-
ing have been counseled at some point or another to consider a dramatic 
change of direction, to come to our senses and to search out an alternative 
profession or career. We’re advised that we won’t get rich if we choose a 
life in teaching, and of course that’s true. Your likely response to that un-
helpful comment was, “Duh!,” but if you’ve been living under a rock, and 
you’ve dreamed that teaching will magically put you on the road to riches, 
we should stop right here so that I can explain. But my guess is that it never 
even crossed your mind, and that when you thought about being a teacher 
as opposed to a variety of other occupations you might have pursued, you 
never pictured yourself amassing a fortune and rolling around the class-
room in barrels of cash—the prospect of easy money likely played no part 
at all in your calculation or your decision. 

We’ve also all been cautioned regularly by friends and family that 
teaching won’t earn us the respect that we deserve for the real work that we 
do day in and day out, and that’s true as well. While salary is only a crude 
measure of social regard and community esteem, it’s probably worth noting 
that I’ve worked over many years as a stevedore, a merchant marine, and 
a truck driver as well as a schoolteacher, and in each of those other jobs I 
earned more money than I ever made teaching, with the added advantage 
that at the end of my shift , with my labor bought and paid for, I left  work 
behind without a backward glance—and that stands in sharp contrast to 
the all-consuming, 24/7 nature of teaching, where every challenge, missed 
opportunity, or future plan can haunt you or at least occupy your mind 
for days and weeks at a time. U.S. teachers earn only 77% on average of 
what other college graduates make, and that strikes many of us as shameful. 
But in some ways even more egregious is to note the ways that teachers 
have become perennial punching bags for grandstanding politicians and 
empty talking heads who use us as convenient targets for every social ill © H
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ONE : Should I Become a Teacher? 3

we collectively face. Teachers, we’re told, are all unmotivated placeholders 
grown lazy in the sinecure of government employment, our incompetence 
papered over by self-interested, special-interest unions. We make too much 
money for too little work, we’re told, blow holes in city and state budgets, 
are lazy and incompetent, and are responsible for failing to curb drug and 
alcohol abuse, teen pregnancy, suicide, and the rising economy of China, 
just for starters.

Th ese are troubling times for teachers, to be sure, in part because 
those powerful and noisy forces parading under the banner of “reform” 
have their sights set on further disempowering and de-skilling teachers 
(teacher-proof curriculum is one fraudulent example, virtual and online 
“schools” are others), reducing them to clerks and auditors rather than the 
relationship-builders and agents of enlightenment, liberation, and transfor-
mation that they aspire (and work hard every day) to be. Th ese “reformers” 
conceive of education as a product to be bought and sold in the market-
place, promote privatizing one aspect aft er another of a school’s vital func-
tions, and frame teachers as assembly-line workers pouring knowledge into 
the upturned heads of passive students as they bump along the K–12 con-
veyor belt called school. Th e deeper design of the “reformers” has become 
crystal clear: Th ey are determined to devour public education altogether.

Th ere’s a more hopeful and helpful truth within reach: Children and 
youth know who cares for them, who values them, who challenges and 
nourishes them and takes their side. Students value good teachers, and par-
ents do too. Th at’s your real audience, and those are your lifelong partners 
in learning .

:  :  :

Perhaps unintentionally, perhaps not, this crop of “reformers” brings to 
mind an indelible image of teaching taken from the dawn of the Industrial 
Revolution. While the revolutionary Karl Marx (1818–1883) labored away 
in the library studying economics, history, and philosophy, building his 
germinal theory of dialectical materialism, his renowned contemporary, 
the brilliant writer Charles Dickens (1812–1870; A Christmas Carol, A Tale 
of Two Cities), threw in his lot as well with the working and lower classes 
against the excesses and raw predations of industrial capitalism, with its ac-
companying philosophy of utilitarianism and its single-minded fascination 
with averages and statistical analysis at the expense of the sparkling reality 
of real human beings living their complicated lives. I have a picture in my © H
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mind of Marx and Dickens sitting across from one another in a vast reading 
room at the British Museum, each completely engrossed in the work and 
failing to notice the other, each casting propulsive words on the page meant 
to plant seeds of dissent and herald fundamental change.

Dickens’s tenth novel, Hard Times, opens with a memorable (if chill-
ing) exchange about Fact versus Fancy as the basis of a sound education. I 
hear all kinds of contemporary echoes in this venerable description of life 
in classrooms, which is why I return to it again and again in these diffi  cult 
times for public education and for teachers. See if you hear the echoes as 
well.

Th e aptly named Mr. Gradgrind, the owner of a school in an industrial 
city called Coketown, lectures his hired schoolmaster, Mr. M’Choakumchild, 
on the fi ner points of curriculum and instruction:

“Now, what I want is, Facts. Teach these boys and girls nothing but 
Facts. Facts alone are wanted in life. Plant nothing else, and root out every-
thing else. You can only form the minds of reasoning animals upon Facts; 
nothing else will ever be of any service to them. Th is is the principle on 
which I bring up my own children, and this is the principle on which I bring 
up these children. Stick to Facts, Sir!”

Th e two men looked out at the students, and saw only the upturned 
heads of empty . . . “vessels then and there arranged in order, ready to have 
imperial gallons of facts poured into them until they were full to the brim.”

To deepen and illustrate his argument, Gradgrind interrogates a 
child he refers to as “girl number twenty,” and, discovering that her father 
is a horseman, asks her to defi ne a horse. When she stumbles Gradgrind 
pounces: “Girl number twenty unable to defi ne a horse. . . . Girl number 
twenty possessed of no facts, in reference to one of the commonest of an-
imals!” He turns to a boy who obediently stands and recites: “Quadruped. 
Graminivorous. Forty teeth, namely twenty-four grinders, four eye-teeth, 
and twelve incisive. . . .” And on and on, numbers and norms, at the end of 
which Gradgrind nods approvingly and notes, “Now girl number twenty, 
you know what a horse is.”

Girl number twenty knows plenty about horses, of course, and a num-
ber of other things as well. She’s a three-dimensional person with agency 
and a mind and a spirit, a heart and a body, experiences and hopes and 
dreams just like every other human being. She has compassion for others 
and a fi ne sense of aesthetics, and she has a broad imagination, which she 
calls her “Fancy,” all qualities Gradgrind fi nds irrelevant if not abhorrent.© H
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In these opening chapters (one appropriately called “Th e Murder of 
Innocents”), Dickens evokes the broad outlines of autocratic classrooms in 
all times and places. It’s a kind of meditation on the power of these men 
of facts-without-feeling to crush or twist natural human dispositions and 
sympathies. 

I don’t think any of us should want to go back there.
Th e scene underlines the point that the powerful in any society build the 

schools that will serve their interests: Monarchies promote an education of 
fealty fi rst and foremost; theocracies create schools of orthodoxy and obedi-
ence. Schools no matter where or when are always mirror and window into 
whatever larger social order creates and sustains them, and we can, there-
fore, easily imagine what kind of society those “imperial gallons of facts” are 
meant to sustain and reproduce. What is a bit surprising, however, is to fi nd 
a portrait of schooling in Victorian England that so eerily evokes a mod-
ern American classroom—how strange. Or maybe not—perhaps Dickens’s 
Victorian classrooms, with their imperious reasoning and brute, despotic 
logic, are familiar to us a century and a half later precisely because the needs 
of global fi nance capital today are quite similar: A disciplined working class 
divided into hard hierarchies of winners and losers; a large segment destined 
for the prisons and the unemployment lines; a few trained as managers and 
disciplinarians; and 1% destined to reap the profi ts of a predatory, invasive 
system.

:  :  :

As you proceed and move forward toward teaching, bear in mind that this 
is a particularly unstable time for the profession, and, as noted, becoming 
a teacher won’t secure you a spot on the Fortune 500 list of the indecently 
rich, nor will it elevate your status to celebrity-toast-of-the-town territory. 
But probably that’s OK because most of you never thought that being a 
teacher would do any of those things for you anyway—teaching was nev-
er about fame and fortune, money or social rank. Let’s forget about it and 
move on. 

Th ere’s one more potential obstacle I’d like you to consider before we 
take a closer look at those fi rst, fundamental questions concerning the 
nature and the reality of teaching: the common representations of teach-
ers and teaching in mass culture and major media. Th is is a problem be-
cause the most familiar images of teachers are untrustworthy at best, and © H
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sometimes fraudulent to the point of absurdity, but they fl ood our con-
sciousness nonetheless, and they seem to carry a magic power that can 
shape our perceptions of what to expect in the work ahead—even when our 
lived experiences directly contradict those dominant images.

Th e enduring portrayal of teachers in popular fi lms—from Blackboard 
Jungle to Stand and Deliver, Dangerous Minds, Freedom Writers, and be-
yond—is the solitary teacher-hero fi ghting valiantly to save the good juve-
nile delinquents from the sewers of their circumstances. Terrible families, 
rotten neighborhoods, deplorable peers, overburdened schools, and indif-
ferent teachers—the hero-teacher is resisted at every turn and defi ed from 
every direction, and yet she or he perseveres and wins. Teaching as salva-
tion and as drama. 

And it’s true: Teaching is drama, but it’s so much more. It’s also hard 
daily work that draws on a person’s deepest intelligences as well as unfath-
omable reserves of energy, a daily grind that is excruciatingly complex, 
fi lled with discovery and surprise, improvisation and invention, creativity 
and imagination, joy and also frustration. You will experience profound 
challenges and periods of loneliness; you will feel discouraged some of the 
time and over your head much of the time, and this is when you will have 
to dig deep within yourself—and reach outside yourself to fellow teachers, 
parents, and students—in order to regroup and rise up stronger.

I’ll address strategies for coping and sur-
viving further on, but note that none of the 
common images of teachers teaching wres-
tles with the real daily diffi  culties or chal-
lenges teachers face, nor pays much attention 
to the art of teaching nor to the science of it; 
none is wide enough nor deep enough, none 
vital enough to capture the trembling reality 
of actual teaching. None goes directly to the 

heart of the experience—to the intellectual demand, to the ethical purpose 
or the moral meaning, to the larger spirit that can animate each classroom 
as well as the whole enterprise. What’s mostly missing, even in seemingly 
benign depictions, is a sense of the soul of teaching. It is this territory—
teaching as a relentlessly moral endeavor, teaching as ethical action, messy, 
grand, and tangled—that cries out urgently to be explored. If you’re going 
to get into the classroom with your head screwed on straight and your mind 
somewhat intact, beware of—and resist!—the received wisdom, clichés, 

If you’re going to get into the 
classroom with your head 
screwed on straight and 
your mind somewhat intact, 
beware of—and resist!—the 
received wisdom, clichés, 
and popular images of 
teachers teaching.
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and popular images of teachers teaching, as well as the nasty and hazardous 
stereotypes about particular parents or neighborhoods or kids.

Resist as well most of the scholarly literature in which teachers are dis-
sected and measured, talked about but rarely listened to, and their perfor-
mances set against student outcomes—“scientized” teaching and teachers 
as data. As the men with the megaphones holler about “data-driven teach-
ing,” stay true to a diff erent ideal: Teaching that is student-driven while 
data-informed. You can be knowledgeable about research and sophisticated 
about facts and fi gures without ever falling into data’s arid and dreary thrall.

:  :  :

So these are a few items on my list of things to avoid or resist, but let’s move 
from the negative to the positive, from the gloomy to the bright and hope-
ful. Let’s talk about the heart and soul of teaching, the vivid expectations 
you have for yourself and others, the wildest dreams and passionate aspira-
tions that call you to teach. What ideal of teaching do you aspire to? What 
do you think teaching should look like in a free and democratic society? 
And how do we understand the hopes and practices of this person we call 
“teacher”?

We begin by thinking clearly about what teaching is at its best, what 
teaching can be or might still become, and what, at its heart, invites us to 
become teachers. No one goes into teaching saying, “I’m so excited to get 
into my own classroom where I can sort children into winners and losers,” 
or, “All my life I’ve dreamt of prepping youth day aft er day to take the high-
stakes standardized tests,” or, “I’ve worked out an amazing classroom man-
agement scheme, and I can’t wait to see how well I can control and disciple 
the little bastards.” No teacher thinks like that—OK, there may be someone 
somewhere, but you don’t think that way, and I don’t either. We come to 
teaching from a more hopeful and humane place.

What motivates some of us to teach is an aff ection or even a love for 
children or youth, or perhaps the positive feelings generated when we’re 
in the adventurous company of the young. For others it’s a passionate en-
gagement with the world or some part of the world—music or math, say, 
African American history or poetry, geometry or geography—that invites 
us to share that enthusiasm with young people. Still others cherish a deep 
sense that education can change the direction of history and society, or per-
haps, more modestly, change the people who will change our communities © H
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in promising ways. We come to teaching hoping to make a diff erence—in 
children’s lives and in the larger world.

All of this defi nes teaching as ethical and intellectual work—more than 
a job, teaching is a calling, a passion, a vocation—in fact, teaching is the 
vocation of vocations because a teacher’s work is to shepherd the vocations 
of others, to open all kinds of vistas that will allow the young to choose their 
own vocations and to discover their own life missions in an expanding uni-
verse of choices. Clearly teaching requires a thoughtful and caring person 
at its heart if it’s to be done well. And, yes, not to get too grand about it—it’s 
also a job.

Are you willing to explore and discover 
who you are, deeply and comprehensively, 
and who you might become as a teacher? Do 
you have the courage to do basic research 
on yourself, which includes a willingness to 
recognize your own strengths and failures? 
Can you acknowledge what you don’t know 

or haven’t fi gured out yet? And are you willing to commit to teaching as a 
practice, an ongoing life project of discovery and surprise about the world, 
about other people, and, yes, even about yourself?

Th e intellectual and ethical work of teaching can be hard to see in 
some places—schools and classrooms that, purposely or not, crush curi-
osity, impede imagination, and defl ate the dreams of youth. Th ese schools 
and classrooms reward obedience and compliance while punishing cre-
ativity and courage, initiative and ingenuity. Th is is the brutal masquerade 
called “school” off ered to the poor and the traditionally marginalized—to 
the descendants of formerly enslaved human beings, First Nations peoples, 
and immigrants from colonized communities. For these mostly Black and 
Brown and poor kids, the classroom marches under the gauzy banner of 
enlightenment and democracy, empowerment and progress, even as it op-
erates relentlessly to reproduce and police the hierarchies of winners and 
losers along predictable lines of race and class. Th ese American schools 
have inequity and congealed violence baked into their DNA. 

Entering our contested classrooms—that space where the eternal con-
fl ict between the ideal of teaching and the reality of institutionalized school-
ing lives—we must think more deeply about our fi rst principles, the tools 
we carry inside ourselves into teaching every day. Th e friction is timeless 
and abiding, and today the contradictions between the ideal and the mate-
rial are stark: We want to love our students and cherish their learning, and 

Teaching is the vocation 
of vocations because 
a teacher’s work is to 
shepherd the vocations of 
others.
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we face an almost pathological obsession from above with student scores 
on high-stakes standardized tests, the reduction of education to a single 
metric, the banishment of the arts from classroom life, the near-total disre-
gard for the experiences and collective wisdom of classroom teachers, the 
systematic dismantling of the public space in favor of private management 
and private profi t, and more.

Th is is galling for those of us who understand learning to be expansive, 
dynamic, and idiosyncratic, and who believe that an excellent education 
is the natural right of every child. And so while we note that we may not 
have as much control as we’d like concerning the contexts within which we 
work, we surely have more control than we sometimes recognize or exercise 
regarding our core values, and choosing how we might live out those values 
in the dailiness of classroom life. Let’s access those values, and let’s ask our-
selves how we intend to live our teaching lives in a way that doesn’t make a 
mockery of our teaching values.

Teaching in a democracy is geared to-
ward participation and engagement, and 
it’s based, then, on a common faith: Every 
human being is of infi nite and incalcula-
ble value, each an intellectual, emotional, 
physical, spiritual, signifying, and cre-
ative universe. Teaching in a free society 
rests on the twin pillars of enlightenment 
and liberation, knowledge and human 
freedom.

Central to an education for citizen-
ship, participation, engagement, and democracy—an education toward 
freedom—is developing in students and teachers alike the ability to think 
and speak for themselves. Th e core curriculum of a liberating education is 
this: We each have a mind of our own; we are all works in progress swim-
ming toward an uncertain and indeterminate shore; we can each join with 
others in order to act on our own judgments and in our own freedom; hu-
man progress is always the result of thoughtful human activity. We want to 
assist our students (and we want to join with them, shoulder-to-shoulder, 
arm-in-arm), as we all escape the telltale stoop of easy compliance.

An emphasis on the needs and interests of each student is co-primary 
with a faith in the kind of robust public that can be created in classrooms, 
as well as in the larger society. To be exclusively student-centered, honoring 
as much as possible each individual student while the needs of the group 

Teaching in a democracy is 
geared toward participation 
and engagement, and it’s 
based, then, on a common 
faith: Every human being is of 
infi nite and incalculable value, 
each an intellectual, emotional, 
physical, spiritual, signifying, 
and creative universe.
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